national standards that should be followed. The intention of this article is to bring more conceptual clarity to CBR by reflecting on theory through practice and practice through theory.
The Centre for Community Based Research (CCBR) has been
grappling with what CBR means, both through a conceptual lens (drawing on the theoretical discussions of others) and through its own practice (over 350 projects in 30 years). With a commitment to social change and innovation, it is well positioned as a bridge between academia and community. This neutral stance has enabled us to create space for melding theory and practice.
Reflecting on theory through practice and implementing practice through theory enriches the understanding of how to carry out community-university research collaborations such that people gain the collective capacity to imagine how the circumstances of their lives could be improved. At CCBR we promote communitybased research in both academic and community settings. We connect people who conduct CBR (through Community Based
Research Canada and CUExpo conferences), and encourage CBR quality by housing the Community Research Ethics Office.
This article begins with theory. It very briefly reviews the definition of CBR and its hallmarks (what it is), functions (why to do it) and phases (how to do it). Next, three CBR case studies are presented to illustrate the practical implementation of CBR theory.
The article ends with brief conclusions related to four insights revealed through the case studies. We believe that combining theory with practical illustrations enlivens CBR discourse, bringing greater contextual insight to the nature of CBR.
COMMUNITY-BASED RESEARCH: HALLMARKS, FUNCTIONS AND PHASES
There is a growing literature on collaborative research that intends to bridge the gap between diverse stakeholders for the common goal of addressing and resolving complex societal issues (Stoecker 2005) . Three hallmarks, or guiding principles, have emerged from this literature that help to define CBR. Community relevance refers to the practical significance of the research to communities. Research is relevant when community members, especially those most affected by the issue under study, gain voice and choice through the research process (Smith 2012; Wilson 2008 ) and when researchers draw on the ways of knowing that people agree are valuable to them (Kemmis & McTaggart 2005) .
As such, community relevance honours the Indigenous research tradition that stresses self-determination (Kovach 2009 ). Equitable participation emphasises that community members and researchers equitably share control of the research agenda through active and reciprocal involvement in the research design, implementation and dissemination (Hall 1975; Nelson et al. 1998) . Drawing on the 'southern' participatory research tradition, this domain acknowledges that, when people are conscious of their situation and the power that oppresses them, they can collectively work towards a better future (Freire 1970) . Action and change honours the 'northern' utilisation-focused action research tradition that is frequently associated with Kurt Lewin. This domain has an emphasis on social change through successive reflective action cycles (Lewin 1948 (Lewin , 1951 . It stresses that the process and results of research should be useful to community members in making positive social change and in promoting social equity (Nelson et al. 1998 ).
Another way of thinking about CBR relates to the functions of research: why people pursue research. CBR can be seen to have three main functions: knowledge production, knowledge mobilisation and community mobilisation. CBR produces knowledge through critical reflection of personal and collective experiences, whether these experiences are recent (Clare 2006) or historical (Fals Borda 1987) . It values experiential and practical knowledge assuming that people can create a new understanding that is grounded in their social involvements, which in turn creates a better informed practice that is guided by new-found insights (Israel et al. 1998) .
CBR knowledge production is done in collaborative, participatory and action-oriented ways. Research participants are engaged in designing, carrying out and using research while they contribute to the pool of knowledge.
In addition to knowledge production, CBR also mobilises knowledge. Research findings are shared in ways that speak to various audiences and that enable people to use this knowledge to transform society within their respective spheres of influence.
Creative means of mobilising knowledge might be required to fully engage partners in the sharing of research findings (Denis et al. 2003; Golden-Biddle et al. 2003; Jansson et al. 2009 ) and to develop innovative ways of mobilising findings to stimulate new social interventions (Nelson et al. 2005; Ochocka, Moorlag & Janzen 2010 CBR also functions to mobilise people and communities for action. Knowledge production and social action are combined to improve health and social welfare (Cargo & Mercer 2008; Graham & Tetroe 2009 ). People can be motivated to act through research because the research connects with their experience and with their understanding of the world. Research can also bring people together in such a way that their reciprocal collaboration leads to innovative solutions. Such solutions require input from multiple perspectives, otherwise they may never emerge .
A third quality of CBR relates to the way the research is carried out. The phases of research involve a high degree of collaboration among stakeholders and researchers with constant feedback loops. The CBR process can be envisioned as four nonlinear and repeated phases which are ever attuned and adaptive to emerging contexts and ongoing learning (CCBR 1998 (CCBR , 2004 . The four phases include: (1) laying the foundations; (2) research planning; (3) information gathering and analysis; and (4) acting on findings. Each phase involves a number of steps that are not necessarily implemented in linear order. These steps happen rapidly and iteratively but sometimes can involve a longer term process (see Figure 1 ).
The four phases emphasise not only traditional technical elements associated with research rigour, but also foreground the relational aspects of collaborative research. They do so because of a belief that a collaborative process of inquiry, the engagement of all involved, is as important as the outcomes or findings of the research Reason 2006) . This relational component is critical to all four phases of the research (see Figure 1) .
CASE EXAMPLES
Below we describe three research projects conducted at CCBR as case examples which emphasise the three hallmarks of CBR (i.e. community relevance, equitable participation, and action and change). Each of the case studies also demonstrate the three functions of CBR and the collaborative process of conducting research that is both technical and relational. We believe that combining practical illustrations with theory brings fuller life and conceptual clarity to understanding CBR.
Diversity and Mental Health: Pursuing Research that is

Community Relevant
The Taking Culture Seriously in Community Mental Health research study began with a research topic of practical relevance to the community. A number of ethno-cultural groups, with whom CCBR had conducted research previously, expressed to us their concerns about mental health struggles experienced within their In the second phase, this framework was the basis for developing innovative demonstration project ideas intended to address many of the challenges and issues identified by participating communities and practitioners. In total, 12 demonstration project proposals were submitted to funders, with 6 successful in securing external funding beyond the study. Some projects were initiated by cultural communities, while others by settlement and mental health service organisations. All projects needed to demonstrate the reciprocal collaboration of cultural communities, practitioners and/or policy-makers. The third and final phase included a second round of data collection, focusing on evaluating the planning and implementation of these demonstration projects. Lessons learned about community relevance. This communityuniversity research initiative attempted to honour the 'Indigenous' self-determination research tradition in being relevant to community members. The people most affected by the issue were facilitated to gain voice and choice that was expressed in their own terms. Efforts were taken to meaningfully involve diverse communities and other stakeholders to produce new knowledge, to mobilise that knowledge, and in the process to collectively develop and implement new practice.
An important lesson that we learned through this project was about the critical role of researchers as 'research instruments'.
Community researchers hired in this project were selected by their respective ethno-cultural communities based on their abilities to mobilise communities for action. Their research skills were secondary in the selection criteria, as the project provided them with solid research training and ongoing support both individually and as a group. These 10 people were the true 'ambassadors' of the project, able to quickly mobilise their respective communities during both research and action phases. All were trusted by their community, and all became recognised as mental health leaders within their community. Ensuring relevance of the research was therefore facilitated by these community animators who were themselves active members of the participating communities.
Still, the process of promoting relevant and meaningful research participation was not easy. To begin with, the sensitive nature of the research topic (mental health) posed challenges.
Openly discussing mental health issues was not the norm for most participating communities -for some, the research project was their first attempt at broaching something that was described Health Evaluation Initiative, the first ever multi-site assessment of community mental health programs in Ontario. In the case of CSIs, the focus was on mutual aid/self-help as one component of the broader mental health system. The evaluation was longitudinal. We used a quasiexperimental design to examine the impacts of participation in CSIs on individual members and a comparison group of nonmembers at 9, 18 and 36-month follow-up intervals. In addition to quantitative outcome measures, qualitative data were gathered to provide more in-depth insights into the experiences of CSI members in the context of CSIs. We also collected data on systemlevel change activities in which the CSIs were engaged through the use of a quantitative tracking tool. The overall design and findings of the study are reported elsewhere (Nelson et al. 2006 (Nelson et al. , 2007 .
The study used a number of mechanisms that engaged all participants and participating organisations: (a) the involvement of CSI members in developing the study proposal and in selecting the study sites; (b) the hiring, training and supporting of consumers as co-researchers; (c) the use of a steering committee (including representatives from each of the participating CSIs, the Ontario Peer Development Initiative (OPDI) -the provincial umbrella group of CSIs, and researchers), which met bi-monthly to guide all aspects of the study; and (d) ongoing feedback and dissemination of study findings in both popular (e.g. news bulletins, forums, videos, workshops) and professional formats (e.g. journal articles, chapters in books) (Nelson et al. 2005) .
Lessons learned about equitable participation. This research study was an example of the 'southern' participatory research tradition in linking research and education in the collective pursuit of social justice. From inception, the project was explicit in its agenda of advocating for consumer-run, self-help supports to be a recognised part of the mental health system with its fair share of funding. At the project level, consumers/survivors had control of the research agenda in proposal development, in participating and leading the steering committee, and in conducting research. As researchers, we learned a lot about what equitable participation means when researching with consumers/ survivors. We had many opportunities to co-learn and co-create knowledge, and co-evolve CBR theory and practice. We became very self-reflective of our privileges, and learned to listen and be humble when consumers/survivors said 'it does not make sense' and always to have a back-up plan for activities in case people were experiencing struggles. This project had an 'edge', with tough issues on the table both with the steering committee and within the research team. There were differences of opinion and disagreements among partners, which were often related to personal or interpersonal struggles or competing visions of the tactics or strategies that were needed. We often felt the frustrations of our partners when they were confronting barriers and difficulties in making a real change to our mental health system. But we learned that these kinds of challenges should be seen as healthy and forceful motivators for change and advocacy.
Lessons were also learned about the depth of responsibility researchers have when vulnerable populations agree to participate in research. We did manage to earn people's trust to the extent that many consumers/survivors participating in the research believed that we had their best interests in mind. However, once the relationships began to develop, some individuals shared painful experiences that were personally disturbing to us. Some needed considerable support and others had life limitations on performing their research tasks. On the tragic death of one of the community researchers, we needed to take extraordinary measures to ensure continued support among research partners, whether they were co-researchers, steering committee members or participants in the research. This included trips to the hospital, organising the funeral and supporting others (and ourselves) through the grief.
As researchers, we needed to dig deep to deliver on creating a supportive environment for all.
We also experienced challenges in mobilising communities While the nature of the successive projects was not scripted but negotiated overtime, so too was the leadership. The rationale for leadership rested on which party was deemed most likely to move research into action at a particular time.
Not surprisingly, the biggest challenge related to working across sectors. The 'culture clash' between the non-profit and private sectors was most pronounced. Each had their own understanding of why this topic was important and what the 'rules of collaboration' should look like. For example, private sector participants generally valued brief early morning meetings that focused on rational decision-making and stressed the economic benefits of immigrant integration. In contrast, nonprofit representatives tended to favour longer midday meetings that encouraged people to articulate why a particular topic was important and stressed immigrant integration as a social justice concern. Researchers needed to facilitate diverse stakeholders to develop a common vision for collective action, despite their differences in motivation and process style. The result was that this series of initiatives mobilised diverse stakeholders to work together to find new ways around a common concern Ochocka et al. 2010 ).
CONCLUSION
Community-based research can be explained in different ways:
what it is (hallmarks), why to do it (functions) and how to do it (phases). Understanding these three qualities is helpful when designing and implementing new studies. CBR can also be understood through the practice of lived experiences of researchers, participants, stakeholders and other groups involved. While theory provides explanations and concepts by which to understand what CBR is all about, practice provides concrete ideas of what it means to implement these theoretical concepts and how to deal with the messiness and challenges that sometimes emerge through CBR.
The three case studies presented demonstrate both the complexity and usefulness of CBR. All three research initiatives used a participatory approach to engage various stakeholders for action. They inspired and equipped people for change and produced innovative practices due to collaborative knowledge production and knowledge mobilisation efforts. However, they also highlighted the challenge of moving beyond engagement to create social change that influences existing systems. In particular, the CBR case examples illuminate four main insights on the nature of CBR. Our hope is that these practice-based insights will breathe additional life into CBR theory.
The first insight relates to the apparent tension between academic excellence (the technical aspects of research) and community relevance (the relational aspects of research). It is tempting to articulate this tension as a zero sum balancing act where the upholding of one is done at the expense of the other.
In other words, pursuing the rigour and standards of research quality is done to the detriment of meaningfully engaging people, and vice versa. We found, however, that effective CBR can pursue both excellence and relevance, and aspire to do so with each in full measure (recognising that this ideal is not always achieved).
The key to fully embracing both excellence and relevance lay in recognising and utilising the skills and expertise of all research partners. In each of the case studies, the wherewithal to conduct excellent research that was relevant was present in the collective.
Shifting leadership to the most knowledgeable partners, whether for the technical or relational aspects of research, brought the required expertise to the fore. In addition, the mutual mentoring and supporting of research partners in the various research tasks also enabled the research partnerships to simultaneously pursue both qualities.
The second insight relates to engagement. Community engagement within research seems to be directly linked to the deeper values and assumptions about the nature of research.
Engagement is more likely to happen when community members and other stakeholders witness that researchers view the research project as supporting a strategic social movement -a movement with the goals of facilitating sociopolitical awareness and systemic change. Creating and maintaining this intellectual and safe 'research space' where people can gather, conduct high-quality research, learn from each other and advocate for social change is an important facilitating factor for successful CBR.
At the heart of CBR is the desire for action and positive social change. Yet CBR projects are conducted within the confines of a broader sociopolitical context. This context plays a critical role in the implementation and ultimate impact of any research study. The case studies demonstrate that it is truly difficult for a single research project (even one that is multi-year and multi-partner) to influence existing socioeconomic systems and to create substantive change.
The third insight therefore relates to longevity and reach. Impactful Indeed, CBR researchers can be seen as the catalysts that link and enliven the three hallmarks, three functions and four phases of community-based research.
